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English across Cultures: Studying Diversity in English Language Teaching 

To teach and transfer an understanding of the text requires competence of the teacher 
beyond knowledge of the prescribed text. This paper focuses on how the difference in culture 
between the teacher and students contributes to the challenges in communication in and 
beyond the classroom. It focuses on the teacher’s perspective on teaching students of diverse 
cultures and the importance of learning the behaviour and customs of the society. Exploring 
the supplementary communication approaches that are culture-specific, this paper argues how 
communication with students from other societies or ethnic groups is fraught with the danger 
of misunderstanding, if the larger framework of culture is ignored. 

Ludwig Wittgenstein 

The English language has transformed the face of the world. In India too, English is 
the first language of public discourse, and the power and efficacy of the language can be 
traced through its rapid growth. Not long after its introduction in India by the British 
colonists, it competed with the local languages and soon acculturated into the pluralistic 
Indian context as it was a language of the privileged and a marker of the educated. 
Krishnaswamy and Krishnaswamy (2006) divided the institutionalisation process into five 
stages. The first stage being the stage of ‘exploration’ that began with the establishment of 
the British East India Company and the arrival of the missionaries in India to educate Indians. 
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The second stage was a period of ‘consolidation’. This stage marked English as the official 
language of education and English competent Indians were now assigned to offices. Soon 
English domains in India were expanded in a number of schools, colleges, and universities. 
The stage of ‘dissemination’ followed. With the institutionalisation of the English language, 
only the rich and educated masses had access to the language. This began to link the language 
with power and social status. This stage questioned the ‘Identity’ of the Indians whose 
fascination and knowledge of the English language inevitably modified their outlook and 
identity. The more recent changes in English can be related to the development in 
Information technology and this last stage is ‘globalization’. English which was introduced 
to the Indian masses as a foreign language has now developed to being a first language for 
many Indians and will continue to mark social status because of its connection to wealth and 
opportunity. 

Language being a dynamic text carries meanings and references beyond itself and 
such is an intricate part of the human existence. We are habitually defined and judged by the 
language we speak, sometimes knowingly and unknowingly because language have a deep 
connection with history, culture, and people. Boundaries are created, stigmas are formed, and 
time and again, elitism dictates through language. Looking back at the history of 
colonization, there have been strong presumptions by the colonists that tribal languages were 
inferior as their speakers were savages. Eradication of tribal or vernacular languages and the 
adoption of the colonizer’s language were considered as important steps to civilization. 

The knowledge of any language goes beyond the necessary understanding of grammar 
rules; it involves learning the behaviour of the society and its cultural customs. As members 
of a society share certain values, meanings, and traditions exclusive to the given culture 
through language, language teaching inevitably contains clearly identifiable references to the 
culture. And when it comes to language teaching, it is apparent that a teacher should consider 
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the explicit connection between language and culture before teaching a language. In view of 
the fact that communication and socialization is necessarily done through language, we can 
presume that language learning to a great extent can develop into cultural learning. A detailed 
analysis and understanding of a culture is thus possible only when one has access to the 
language. 

The English language has given me an opportunity to venture out to new places, 
helping me adapt to new languages and cultures while at the same time the duty to represent 
and protect my own language and culture is felt at every stage. It was overwhelming at first to 
teach students of diverse cultures this very language, we, as a nation have adopted from the 
British. The study vis-a-vis the experiences I encountered in teaching the English language is 
dedicated to my five years experience of teaching English Language Communication in 
Hindu College, Delhi University. The diversity of students’ background in the class offered a 
lot of difference in the strategies used in teaching the language. 

Hindu College being one of the most prestigious colleges in India enjoys the privilege 
of admitting above-average students. Situated in the national capital, it accommodates 
students looking for better opportunities in every field. Students in Delhi are well placed as 
the city is a hub of higher education with easy access to markets, food, and transport facilities 
that are student friendly in terms of price. The city sings its own praises through the glorious 
display of historical forts and temples, theatres and stadiums, universities and embassies, 
malls and markets, making it the quintessence of India. A student’s journey consequently set 
off with the need to adjust to the culture and customs of the place before they are pressed 
with the need to bury their noses in their books. 

Students from all over the country come with pride having secured a seat in Hindu 
College and their enthusiasm shine through their promptness and vitality in class and 
department activities. In a short time nonetheless, a teacher soon discovers that these students 
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are also complex and sensitive, and certain strategies and approaches are in fact necessary to 
actually bring them to a place where communication and teaching ensue comfortably. Ethnic 
differences contribute immensely to the level of comfort and confidence students display in 
the campus and inside class. Once students feel secure in their classroom setting, there is 
usually a development of different group of students based on their knowledge and reception 
of the English language. 

The day I joined to teach in Hindu College and the long period of adjustment I took to 
get used to the new environment helped me immensely in understanding what students are 
likely to experience in their first year of college. Coming from a small state which is situated 
in the North eastern part of India, I felt a certain sense of accomplishment having crossed few 
boundaries out of my comfort zone. I remember the dilemma of deciding to leave Mizoram to 
find my way through unchartered territories, more so because this time I was not leaving as a 
student but as a teacher. The conflict between fear and anticipation coupled with the 
eagerness and determination to stand on my own two feet was certainly intense and 
terrifying. 

Although I felt ready and capable to experience the challenges that any minority 
would be facing in a city, the apprehension and doubt I had of the place and the fear that I 
would prove myself wrong bothered me. During my initial years of teaching, I was not as 
concerned by my qualification or abilities in teaching, as I was with the very question of my 
identity and my fluency in English. Keeping the perceptions of my colleagues aside, I was 
worried that students might not receive me with the same enthusiasm and respect as they did 
other teachers once they learned about my ethnicity. Being unaware of the cultural and 
linguistic backgrounds of my students also terrified me. In her article published in 2000, 
Arlette Ingram Willis says, “Effective literacy instruction builds upon the cultural and 
linguistic backgrounds, ways of making meaning, and prior knowledge that all children bring 
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to the classroom. Such instruction also acknowledges the important role of culture in 
language and literacy learning. Understanding and respecting the array of different cultures 
and languages represented in their classrooms helps educators adopt strategies for teaching 
literacy that will encourage and support student achievement.” (Willis np) In other words, it 
is as imperative to know the student as it is to know the subject matter. 

Having the privilege of being able to use English language for classroom teaching, I 
was surprised to find myself escaping the rather harsh scrutiny and challenges I would have 
faced had I taught other subjects. English definitely came to my rescue being a teacher of the 
English Department, taking up the task of teaching literature to English honours students and 
English Language Communication to students of other departments. From my comfortable 
place of teaching in Hindu college, I felt incapable of representing the experiences of 
minorities working in a city in general. I was certain that other jobs would treat people of my 
own ethnicity differently as the challenges and responsibilities of minorities differ drastically 
with respect to the nature and status of work and people one associated with. 

What this essentially means is that English enjoys an esteemed position among the 
educated masses in India till today, and I, not being able to use Hindi or other vernacular 
languages for teaching, can always use English language as an escape. Yet, as a teacher I was 
assigned the task to help students learn English and no student could escape this course. The 
complexity in teaching language started with the prescribed syllabus which was the same for 
students with English and non-English background, and the inevitability of having to fit them 
all in one class. Students with no English background had no choice but to be present and 
timidly trail behind those who loved displaying their efficiency in the same language. After 
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few classes, it was apparent that the diversity of students’ cultural background and various 
dialects affect their classroom learning and their acquisition of literacy. 

Another major challenge I faced teaching English was the perception of the English 
language and culture that differed not only among the students but I, included. Coming from 
a Christian state, I was nurtured with the belief that the English missionaries who came to my 
state were not only messengers of the Gospel but those who sincerely fought to uplift our 
society by giving us our very own Mizo scripts and introducing us to the more ‘advanced’ 
world that we never knew existed before their arrival. The fascination towards the language 
and culture of the British hasn’t diminished since. Foreigners who first laid foot in our land 
had very different motives as the land was impoverished at any rate, according to their 
standards. The history shared with the British indeed differed with different regions of the 
country, thus affecting the perception that different Indians have of the British colonists and 
missionaries. 

English language being a language of the colonizers accordingly adds to the 
complexity in teaching the language. The popularization of the colonizer’s language in India 
brings back the sad history of India being colonized by the British. Ironically however, 
English enjoys the privilege of being a second language in India and thus is not foreign 
among the educated masses. Because of the revered position that is given to the language and 
its speakers, the acquisition becomes necessary especially among students. In an institution 
like Hindu College that draws students of different ethnicity from all over India, it is rather 
unproblematic for a teacher to identify that students’ perception, classroom behaviour, and 
values are frequently affected by their respective cultures. The first obligation for a teacher 
therefore is to know the students’ background which in turn should help the teacher respect 
and value students’ respective backgrounds and help them feel welcomed. The initial stages 
of teaching English came comparatively steadily with students having Hindi or other 
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vernacular languages as their schooling background. It became relatively discernible that 
students’ patterns of communication and various dialects affect their classroom learning. A 
teacher simultaneously is required to have knowledge of students’ diverse cultures to 
enlighten teaching accompanied with a sincerely loving attitude that increases student input 
and engagement in class. 

English Language Communication classes required a study of students’ diversity and 
background on the part of the teacher before language concepts are introduced in class. As a 
teacher, I preferred an eclectic approach/method for teaching English language which can be 
a combination of many useful methods and techniques. Larsen-Freeman and Mellow both 
have used the term ‘principled eclecticism’ to describe a desirable, coherent, pluralistic 
approach to language teaching. (Alharbi np) Students’ abilities and interests that prove to be 
very different by virtue of their background do not permit a teacher to use a single theory 
based method for teaching as it often proves to be mechanic and limited. I have often mixed 
structural approach with communicative use of language that is essentially a mixture of 
traditional reading based approach and some conversational practice for students. The use of 
variety of language learning activities have helped me discover students’ potentials thus 
making it easier to select methods or techniques that will best suit my students. 

The purpose of advocating eclectic method was to connect life experiences to the 
ideas presented in learning of the language. By combining different methods of teaching, it 
allowed students to look at the text not only as a source of leaning language but to associate it 
with the context of culture. An amalgamation of listening, speaking, reading, and writing 
practices brought students into a realistic situation, and helped them develop the efficiency 
they needed in using a language. This practice built a closer link between an expression and 
usage by coordinating meaning. As a teacher, it was always imperative that the situations 
created should be fitting to students’ level and their context of culture. A combination of 
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various methods proved very helpful and effective especially for slow learners and it did 
serve the right purpose of teaching English. 

Structural approach in my experience was also effective for slow learners since 
language can be reduced to a learnable set of building blocks in this technique of teaching. 
Students were taught the basic rules of grammar and syntax that governed how to combine 
these basic elements. Usually with students having no English background in school, they 
were made to memorize these rules to achieve a high level of proficiency in a language. 
Grammar textbooks were the most commonly used material in this category while teaching 
effective English communication. The structural approach however could be effectively used 
in a classroom as the level of proficiency in English was extremely different among students. 
At the college level, a teacher may use the structural approach efficiently in a face-to-face 
teaching once weak students are identified. An interesting analysis in a classroom setting was 
how a large class intimidated and overwhelmed students who were not of the same 
proficiency level with their classmates, thus making them shy away from discussions, and 
any classroom activities that otherwise proved fruitful for fast learners. 

In case of a majority of students in class being able to speak English fluently, 
functional approaches proved efficient and exigent in my experience of English language 
teaching, as spoken language could be emphasized over written language in this method. This 
method unlike structural approach professes that language isn’t a set of grammar rules but 
rather a tool for communication. This has tremendous implications for the types of activities 
or the materials employed. Anything that lies outside the ambit of passing on meaningful 
information is just unneeded complication. In a class where it was possible to employ 
functional approach as a method of teaching, students selected topics for paper presentations 
which according to their readiness were presented individually or in groups. These topics 
varied from politics, gender, fashion, family, and those of personal interests. This practice 
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helped students develop their efficiency beyond conversation-like usage and building their 
vocabulary to suit academic writing. This method aided students in speaking drills and 
question-and-answer interactions where they got a feel for what speaking the language in 
conversation was really like. This method could also extend in a less formal context where 
informal discussions happened in or beyond the classroom. The advantage of this theory is 
that learners had a clear vision of what they were learning. 

According to the linguistic relativity principle, the language we use directly influence 
the way in which we perceive the world. It develops the idea that the cognitive classification 
of the experienced world is affected by the changing cultural concepts and categories inherent 
in different languages and in such a way, speakers of different languages think and behave 
differently because of it. According to Edward Sapir, language is a guide to 'social reality.' 
Human beings according to him live at the mercy of language, which has become the medium 
of expression for their society, adjusting to reality with the use of language, thus building the 
'real world' which to a large extent unconsciously built up on the language habits of the group 
that predispose certain choices of interpretation. “Proverbs, medicine formulae, standardized 
prayers, folk tales, standardized speeches, song texts, genealogies are some of the more overt 
forms which language takes as a culture-preserving instrument”. (Mandelbaum 18) 

Inter- cultural communication through language is imperative for the representation 
and interpretation of different cultures, whose values and backgrounds may enormously 
differ. Language teaching should take into deep consideration the value and worth of all 
languages and as such promote every language without glorifying one over another. As an 
English teacher teaching in the Indian context, it is of paramount importance to educate 
students of history; the emergence of the English language in India, and help them value their 
native languages before they become spellbound by the language of the colonizers. It should 
eradicate the idea that some languages are naturally superior to others and that the use of 
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primitive languages maintain their speakers in intellectual poverty, an idea which was 
widespread in the early 20th century. The German scientist Wilhelm von Humboldt declared 
in 1820: “The diversity of languages is not a diversity of signs and sounds but a diversity of 
views of the world”. (Whorf np) The relativity between human thought and the language with 
which it is expressed is undeniable, yet we cannot conclude that language determines our 
thought. As much as we all have connection to a particular language and culture, our 
worldviews are subjected to individual speakers. In the Twenty First Century, language 
teaching should entail an investigation of the linguistic world views of the given languages 
and learn to respect every language so that all languages flourish within their respective 
domains. 
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